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An Introduction to the Mission and
'~ethodology of Academic Support
by Emmeline M. Paulette
Assistant Professor for Academic Success, University of Richmond School of Law

A

cademic Support Programs
(ASPs) "are an extremely hot
issue" in legal education.'
Earlier this semester, the Law School
Admission
Council
(LSAC)
announced that it would fund annual academic support conferences for
the next six years, and la st fall, the
LSAC published an updated handbook on ASPs. 2 The Association of
American Law Schools established a
permanent section on academic
support in 1998.3 A recent survey of
I 51 ABA-accredited law schools
revealed that 13 7, or 90.7% of the
schools surveyed,4 have an academic
support program in one form or
nother. Within th e past year, three
irgini a law school s-the University
of Richmond School of Law,
Washington and Lee School of Law
and Regent University School of
Law-have created or revamped
their ASPs. 5 What ' s all th e fuss
about?
Academic support has a l ong
history in higher ed ucation. ASPs
grew out of affirmative action policies beginning in the late 1960s. As
universities sought to diversify
their stud ent bodies, th ey est abli shed ASPs to assist spec i allyadmitted students. Law schoo l s
followed suit severa l years later. 6
ASPs historically targeted minority
students, and although ASPs sti ll
aim to ensure the success of diversity7 students, most programs now
are open to a broader range of students.
T h ere are as many mod els as
amp les of law schoo l academic
support programs. Goals and formats vary widely, and no two ASPs
are identical. 8 Some programs hope
to increase retention . Others seek

to enhance the performance of specially-admitted diversity stude nts.
Still others work towards an
improved bar passage rate. As for
specific program types, ASPs
include summer orientation programs, individual tutoring, firstyear sk ills classes, substantive
review sessions, faculty-led study
groups, upper- level legal reasoning
courses, and bar exa m preparation.
But they say to write what you
know, so this article focuses on two
fairly common ASP co mponents
that are the cen t erp ieces of the
University of Richmond Sc hool of
Law's ASP, an academic skills class

the idea is to intervene early and
assist students in improving thei r
study skil l s and analytical sk il l s
during the first year. "An ounce of
prevention ... "
As part of that early intervention,
m ost ASPs aim to help students
become effective independent learners. Thus, we teach sk i l ls r ather
than tutor substance. But skills are
better learned in context than in a
vacuum, so we teach students those
ski l l s us i ng examples from their
concurrent substantive classes. We
demonstrate reading and briefing
cases using Garrett v. Dailey. '' We
teach stude nts how to "flowchart"

Despite differences in
priorities, many academic
support programs ... strive to
improve students' academic
performance, during law
school and on the bar exam.
for first-year students and a supplemental bar preparation course. 9
Despite differences in priorities,
many academic support programs,
including the one at the University
of Richmond, strive to improve students ' academic performance, during l aw schoo l and on the bar
exam. Those two goals complement
each ot h er well because of the
thoroughly documented correlation
between law sc h oo l performance
and first - time bar passage. 10 Thus,
3

w ith personal jurisdiction. We discuss exam-taking strategies using
last year's Property exam. Add itionally, we encourage students to think
critica ll y about their individual
learning styles. Thinking critical!¥ is
w hat lega l education is all about,
right? So, shouldn't students think
cr itically about how they l earn?
About the effectiveness of th ei r
study habits? About thei r test-taking
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weakness and strengths? Only w hen
students can monitor, assess and
modify th eir study skills are they
su ccessfu l independent learners.
Finally, we model and motivate. We
show students how to learn efficiently, and we try to inspire students to keep working hard , in spite
of disappointing grad es. After all,
work ethic and persistence are more
important to a lawyer's success and
happiness than are hi s or her firstyea r grades.
In addition to intervening ea rly,
the idea also is to intervene again
before it's too late (i.e. the second
semester of th e third year). 12 An
increasing focus on bar passage
rates seems to be the current trend
in th e acade mi c support field . 13
Severa l ASPs are adding a bar exam
preparation compone nt to their
reperto ires. In su ch suppl emental
bar preparation programs, we give
students a head start reviewing the
substantive material-so, for example, students study the twenty-six
subj ects tested on the Virginia Bar
Exam over seven months instead of
ten weeks. And we focus on testtaking skill s-multi ple choice and
essay writing. We give st ude nts
indi vidualized feedback on t hei r
wr itin g and sugges tion s for
improvement. T hu s, just like the
ear ly intervention first-year programs, we " help [our] students to
help themselves" in their quest to
pass the bar exa m.14
So, w hy is academ i c support
ne cessa ry? Keep in mind severa l
goa l s that Virginia law sc hool s
have, or should have: ( I ) that the
students we admit succeed in law
school; (2) that our graduates are
ad mi tted to the bar; (3) that our
graduates are good lawyers; and
(4) that we continue to increase
diver si ty in the p r acticing bar.
Academic support profess ionals are
not so arroga nt as to claim that we,
sin g le - h a nd ed l y, ac hi eve th ese
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goa ls; but we do work within the
traditional law school pedagogy to
help the effort to reach these goa ls.
That's what all the fuss is about.
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changing society, in w hich the ru le
of law will be preserved, and the
rights and liberties guara nteed by
the United States and Virginia
Constitut ions will cont inu e to b e
protected.
Atta ining the mission is critica l
to th e future of ou r courts and our
system of justice. Ou r judici al system m ust continue to be impartial
in it s judgment s, cas ting as i de
polit ica l affi li ations or po liti ca l
influence to insure that the r ule of
law is followed. There is no question that we, the guardians of our
legal system, can meet t he changes
if our courts are staffed by competent judges, able law ye rs , an
effective court personnel who,
together, ca n insure that the goa ls
and mi ssions of the plan w ill be fulfill e d .~

